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APPENDIX

Death in Chicago

by Pai Hsien-yung
Translated by Susan McFadden

“Wu Han-hun, Chinese, 32 years old, Ph.D. in English Literature, graduated
from the University of Chicago on June 1, 1960...7”

Having taken part in the commencement exercises, Wu Han-hun
returned to his apartment and arranging and rearranging the words of his
resumé in his mind, but each time he thought about it, he felt more at a loss
about what he should do. At the top of the job application form, there was
a space for him to write a short autobiography. So he had started off with
these lines, but had never been able to continue. Wu stared vacantly at the
sheet which had lain untouched in the typewriter for several days now.
Suddenly those twenty-odd words began to creep along the page like an army
of ants transporting the hulks of dead insects. Wu Han-hun forced his eyes
closed with a shudder as drops of cold sweat began to bead upon his fore-
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head.

He had come to the States six years ago, had got his Masters in two
years, a doctorate in four. In the early years, there had been no scholarship,
so he had found a basement room in an old 20-story apartment building on
South Clark Street. These basement rooms were commonly rented out to
students with no money or bachelors who happened to be out of a job; the
air was damp and the light was poor, but it could be rented for a third of
the price of normal apartments. Every day from 4:00 to 7:00 p.m., Wu
would go down to the comner to James Wong’s Chinese Laundry where he
helped make deliveries. For one bag of laundry, he could get 25 ¢'; that
came out to about $3.00 a day. Then, on weekends he would go downtown
and wash dishes at the Nanking Restaurant. An hour there gave him a dollar
and a half, so that all in all, he managed to scrape up enough to cover tuition
and room and board. Because his jobs took up so much of his time, Wu had
gotten into the habit of carefully budgeting his time down to minutes and
seconds. Dinner was scheduled from 7:00 to 7:30, after that he would set
himself at his desk and study until 1:00 a.un., 2:00. am., 3:00 a.m., the
early hours of the morning.

In the basement room where Wu Han-hun lived, the window had been
built up against the sidewalk, so that part of it extended out over the ground.
In the summertime, when the sun went down, the neighborhood Blacks and
Puerto Ricans would gather on the stone steps of their buildings to escape the
heat. At midnight a few would still be there, humming drone-like tunes
as they leaned back against the stone railing. For a long time, whenever Wu
heard commotion outside, he couldn’t keep his concentration, and raising
his head, he would look up through the filthy window to where the shadows
blurred before him. After that, whenever Wu wanted to study, he would
clasp his hands over his ears. Hearing nothing, he felt that his underground
room had separated from the world. In winter it was much better, for when
the big snows came, the drifts-on the sidewalk would pile up several feet
high, sealing in the windows. Hiding beneath the mounds of snow was like
being an Eskimo, and he felt very secure. , _

' By the time he started his doctorate, Wu had been able to get a partial
scholarship. He quit his jobs, but didn’t move out of the cellar room. In just
a few years’ time, the room had become cluttered with books and papers;
it would have been too much trouble to move out. He was able to save about
$20 dollars just on rent, which he procesded to send every monih to his
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mother in Taipei. Right before he had left, she had whispered into his ear,
her voice trembling as she said, “Make sure you come back and see me while
I'm still alive and well; it doesn’t matter when three, four years from now,
but you've got to come back.” .

In each of the letters his mother wrote him, she asked when he would
get his degree. He invariably answered her that he still had just one more
year; then he would take the money he had saved and drop in into the
envelope. One evening while he was preparing for his preliminary exams, he
suddenly received a telegram from his uncle: “Your mother has passed away;
although your grief will be great, please take care of yourself.” Cupping his
hands under the yellow paper, he had stared into space for several hours,
finally crumpling it up in a little ball and stuffing it in his desk drawer.
Stacked in front of him were the complete works of T.S. Eliot. Wu pro-
ceeded to sit down, turned to The Waste Land, and began to read silently
to himself: '

April is the cruellest month, breeding
Lilacs out of the dead land, mixing
Memory and desire, stirring

Dull roots with spring rain,

Winter kept us warm covering

Earth in forgetful snow . . .

Dut in the street, the snow was beginning to melt, and the water came
drip-dropping down onto his window, spattering the pane with mud. He
forced himself to open his tired, blood-shot eyes, and line by line, read
through all of Eliot. On the gas stove was a pot of strong coffee, gurgling
noisily as it perked.

During the exam period, Wu Han-hun would study each night until
the milk truck screeched to a halt in front of his window. Beginning with
Yeats and Hopkins, he had worked his way back to the first English poem,
“Beowulf,” struggling over a month with the English spirits of the past eight
hundred years. On the day before his exam, he had received another letter
from his uncle. This time he didn’t open it, but simply stuffed it too into
the drawer. He had slept straight through for two full days and nights when
the exams were finally over.

The letter had said that his mother had suddenly suffered a kidney
memorrhage, and had passed away not long after. Since he had been in the
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middle of exams, his mother had requested that he not be notified so thathe . -

could work without being distracted. She had been in a coma up until the
end, and had left no parting words. Wu opened up the crumpled telegram,
placed it beside the letter, reading first the letter, then the telegram, then the
letter again. Then he picked them both up and threw them into the fire. That
night in bed, he ran up a high fever, and had nightmares until dawn. He
dreamt that his mother’s corpse was lying completely naked upon the coffin
lid, her snow-white body drained of every drop of hlood.  As he moved
toward it, she suddenly opened her eyes widely, gazing stupefied upon him.
The corners of her mouth were twitching nervously, as if she wished to speak
with him, but was uaable to make a sound. He rushed to where she lay and
began to shove frantically at her body, so cold and heavy that it seemed to
be frozen solid. He strained himself at length, finally tipping her body down
into the bottom of the coffin. '

Wu Han-hun walked into the bathroom, ran out a sinkful of cold water,
and emersed his head down into it. For three hours on the university field,
he had worn a black robe and cumbersome mortarboard, which had pressed
down heavily on the top of his head. The ceremony itself had been unneces-
sarily long and disorganized, the Chancellor’s message, solemn and dull.
After the exercises were over, his American classmates had all dashed up to
the front seats especially reserved for guests, where their parents awaited
with outstretched arms and cameras. Wu Han-hun had trudged up to the
refreshment counter and asked for a glass of ice water; continually he
would wipe the heavy perspiration from his brow. His shirt had been soaked
though to the skin, and there were little indentations carved into his fore-
head where the edge of his cap had been. He found he couldn’t focus his
eyes at all until he returned home to his dank basement room, for his vision
had become fuzzy from.the scorching rays of the sun.

Towelling off his head and face, Wu walked over to the old sofa and sat
down. Basking in his idleness, he realized that he had never before been
able to sit like this in these cramped quarters. He had always been too busy;
the minute he came in the door, he would quickly fix supper and bathe,
constantly rushing around, before he finally covered his ears and bured
himself in his books. He would mentally calculate: From 8:00-10:00, 60
pages of Dickens, 10:00-12:00, five Shelley poems, 12:00-3:00—.” But now,

suddenly, there was nothing he had to do, no plans to be made. Seated on
* the sofa worn shiny with use, Wu felt utterly ill at ease. Again, those lines
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from the typewriter flashed into his sight like a magic spell:
“Wu Han-hun, Chinese, 32 years old. . . ™

Through the half of the window not covered by the sidewalk, jetted
in a band of bright copper sunlight; The city of Chicago was just waking up
from its summer siesta. At first there were two short bursts of a car horn;
sounding somewhat like a sigh clear but remote. These were immediately
followed by a series of high-pitched peals of children’s laughter, whereupon
noises of every kind emanated from every direction, increasing steadily in
volume and intensity. Trucks in the streets howled in anguish as if they were
some sort of caged ariimals, and the voices of the crowds pressed forward,
wave upon wave, the entire city of Chicago rocking wildly to the frenzied
beat of a jazz tune. As if out of nowhere, Wu Han-hun felt a surge of uniden-
tifiable anxiety. Outside the glass, the shadows of people walking by jerked
in and out of position like slides on a screen. Legs of milky white, golden
yellow, and chocolate brown were juxtaposed in his view like jade columns
setting off the window. For the first time, Wu began to notice how many
women’s legs appeared through his dusty window; he had never dreamed
that these round and supple legs could come in so many different shades.
Hurrying their way home, a group of shop girls just off work burst into
ripples of wanton laughter as they passed. ‘'Wu Han-hun felt his ears get red
and his temples began to throb.

Since he had arrived in the States,Wu had made little contact with the
opposite sex; his coursework was heavy, his work schedule tight, leaving him
little time for socializing. Although he was short, he had fine attractive
features, but during his second year of doctoral work, the hair on top of his
head had begun to disappear, leaving a yellow bald patch ir its place, and
making him look seven or eight years older than he really was. Thus Wu
couldn’t help but feel somewhat inferior whenever he was with younger
girls. He had been to a couple of dances sponsored by the Chinese Students’
Association, but had inevitably ended up dragging his dance partner off into
a corner. First he would get her a coke, then offer her some potato chips—
he was nervous and it wasn’t long before his partner became as nervous as
he was. Inevitably, there was nothing left for him to do but discreetly plead
with a friend to ask his partner to dance and removing him from this awk-
ward position.
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Only when he was with Ch’in Ying-fen had he been able to feel at ease.
Ch’in Ying-fen was kind; he knew that she had loved him. The night before
he left Taipei, she had taken his lapel into her hands, her eyes sparkling, as
saying: '

“I know that as soons as you go, our relationship will be over. I won't
have any regrets, you know. . .”

Her voice had been a little hoarse, and he had moved her hands away
and covered her shoulders with her silk jacket. She had kept her head down
as he silently led her out of the Botanical Garden, and he had felt
her shoulders quivering violently underneath his palms/fingers. Her letters
had come in the mail frequently— there were always one or two a week,
but Wu seldom wrote back. He didn’t know why. It was almost always when
he was in the middle of a paper or an exam, when he thought of writing her.
Then as he got busy with his homework and would simply let the matter of
letter-writing slip by. In three years, Ying-fen’s letters already filled up a
‘large box, but at the beginning of the fourth year, she had sent him a gold-
embossed wedding invitation. He had spent one afternoon carefully selecting
a fancy card, and put it in the mail. Then, along with the invitation, he had
placed her letters into his wastepaper basket and lit them with a match.
The letters in bundles crackled fitfully as they burned. When the flames had
died, Wu Han-hun reached his hand into the basket and grasped a fistful of
warm and soft paper ashes.

“Lucinda, you foxy Mama!”

“Don’t you come on with your jive talk.”

In the window could be seen the lower half of a woman’s torso clad
in a yellow skirt, her firm buttocks swindling back and forth as she walked.
Without warning, a2 muscular brown arm reached out, wrapped itself around
her waist, and led her away.

Wu jerked himself onto his feet. He had lived in this basement apart-
ment for six years, as if it was the first time, he began to notice the damp,
oppressive air within. The moldy smell fermenting in the poorly-ventilated
room, fused together with the greasy odors produced from frying vegetables.
Baked continuously at high temperatures of summer, the air would steam up
from the floor, so that by 6:00 or 7:00 it was almost impossible to breathe.
Wu swept his eyes around the room, to the oily dishes stacked up in the sink,
laundry bag stood behind the door, and further to where a squeezing forth
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dirty socks and underwear through the loosened drawstring. Piles of papers
were strewn across the desk, weighted down by three muddy-looking coffee
cups. The interior space of the room was completely taken up by four large
bookshelves upon which countless volumes lay in bricklike fashion.
The Complete Works of Shakespeare, Famous Greek Tragedies, Dialogues
of Plato, A Nietzsche Anthology; Macmillan, Noonday, Doubleday, Black
Cat publishing houses—during these six years, Wu Han-hun had saved every
penny to buy every imaginable kind of book. They had gradually piled up
to form a great towering wall spanning the circumference of his desk. For six
years, he had fed upon his passion for knowledge, imprisoning himself within
this fortress, pouring his time and energy, drop by drop, into the abyss of
great learning. Wu suddenly felt a cold chill run down his spine. The piles
and piles of books on the shelf appeared in his eyes to have been transformed
into a bilious mass of rotting corpses, their decomposing bodies emitting
a foul pungency. Wu Han-hun felt his stomach curdle; it was as if he had
caught a whiff of formalin in a dissecting laboratory. Seizing the suit coat
which lay draped on the back of the chair, he put it on, ripped open the door
and tore out of the basement room.

At dark, Chicago in June was like a piece of steak just forked off the
grill, golden brown, dripping with juice and fiiling the air with the smell of
succulent meat. A purplish smog had settled on the darkened buildings and
there was no sign of a breeze. People out on the town are displaying all the
colors of the rainbow, the air was so dirty and black, that from a distance
their bodies appeared to be covered by a thin layer of soot. Wu was in the
middle of a large crowd walking across the diagonal lines at the wishtled
signal of a policeman. Down Clark to Madison, from Madison on to Monroe-
the avenues were teeming with people and moving vehicles, for office workers
were just leaving work, students were out of class, and well-dressed couples
could be seen standing outside of theatre entrances, waiting to get inside.
Clinging together promiscuously as if no one were in sight, it seemed to these
couples as if Chicago itseli were a great balloon, in which they were riding,
soaring upwards into the clouds like lovers in Paradise. ,

Wu continued to follow the crowds to Palmer House, Marshal Field’s,
and on to the Golden Dome. In awe he looked upon the fabulous splendor
and luxury of the skyscrapers before him, for though he had been in this city
for years, it still seemed now as if this were his first visit into the dazzling
metropolis. In the past, whenever he had come into this part of town, he had
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scurried into the supermarket without raising his head,and he would always
go directly home afterwards. He had had neither the time nor the inclination
to take in the vast array of store windows. Wu Han-hun looked up to gaze
at the darkening piece of purple sky wedged between the lofty Monroe
Street buildings. All at once he felt the city had become strange‘to him, so
that it seemed to be a mere geographical name— “Chicago™ bearing no
relation at all to these aging buildings, these masses of puppet-like figures,
jerking their way along. He had, for some strange reason, suddenly become
confused, the cars and passers-by moving rhythmically before him, ordered
by the great harmony of the city of Chicago. Wu had lost all sense
of bearings, he had lost his equilibrium. He felt as if he had been hurled onto
a giant ballroom floor and that Chicago was urging with a pulsating thythm,
reeling and vibrating under foot, while he himself faltered and hobbled along,
unable to follow the beat.

As the sky grew darker, the lights of the city began to sparkle. Like
chickens scattering from coop after the door has just been unlatched, the
people came running out in every which way. Wu walked along as if in a
dream; drifting aimlessly along, nothing seemed real. When he started down
Rush Street, he was struck by a powerful beam of light, making him feel as
if he had fallen into one of Solomon’s mines. Rubies, emeralds, diamonds,
tiger-eyes—the colorful neon lights flashed all along the avenue amidst the
dense forest of bars, strip joints, and cabarets lining both sides. Unending
streams of tourists could be seen twisting about each building, their faces
spotlighted by the glaring colored lights. A number of heavily painted -
women scuttled in and out. Wu Han-hun walked up to the entrance of the
Red Magnolia, where the sound of applause came rippling forth. The scarlet
doors of the bar were decorated with French engraving and the neon light
above the frame unfurled in the shape of a vine bearing clusters of glistening
purple grapes, these hanging down over the heads of the incoming customers.
Wu pushed open the red doors and walked in. Descending the stairs to the
basement room, he felt as if he had stepped into one of Hoffmann’s Tales.
The room was hazy from all the cigarettes so that the lamps cast off a rosy
glow, making these clouds of smoke appear a milky white. The customers
crowded together at the bar. Opposite the bar was a small stage had been
constructed on which an enormous black woman was standing, stretching
forth her thick, fleshy arms. Her mouth was opened widely into a black
cavern from which white teeth sparkled in the darkness, and was effusing a
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great flow of melancholy, a song filled with the essence of what is most
primitive and wild. The rosy lights shone upon her wet and shiny skin.
Everyone was leaning against the bar listening to the performer. There were
a few young people chuckling and making critical remarks, but their voices
were swept away by the flow of her sultry song, and their mouths could be
seen flapping about. When the black singer had finished her performance,
the crowd broke again into tumultuous applause, and then began moving
restlessly about, those people on the inside pushing towards the exit, while
those outside pressed their way in.

“Brandy.”

“Hey — two glasses of Rhine wine!”

“Martini— I said, ‘A Mar— ti—ni.” ”

“What are you drinking, sir?” asked a waiter wearing a flashy vest.

Wu ordered a whiskey and soda; he didn’t know liquors; it was the only
cocktail of which he knew the name. Taking his drink, he followed several
people who were squeezing their way to the lounge at the end of the bar.
The room was infused with the suffocating smoke of cigars and the stench
of alcohol rose up from small puddles on the floor. To this was added the
heavy scent of women’s perfume, making the air intelerably oppressive.
A jute box played a few wild jazz tunes over and over: “Rock the Night
Away,” “Kick the World Away,” “Baby, You Kill Me!” Wu took several
sips of whiskey, feeling the strong liquor burn in his throat. Once again his
temples began to throb.

There were two extremely different types of people in the bar. Some
of these would chatter to each other without stopping; laughing and
gibbering, no one paid any attentioh to the others. The men had loosened
their collars and ties, their faces gleaming with perspiration; the women had
kicked off their high-heeled shoes and were seen doubling over with laughter.
A large fellow of more than six feet was embracing a petite woman who
barely came up to his chest. His giant bear paw hands were distractedly
fondling her buttocks, while she rocked to the left and right, breaking into
ghastly fits of wanton laughter. However, the people of the other extreme
seemed to be made of wood, for they sat upon the revolving bar stolls,
brooding over drink after drink, never uttering a word. Sitting not far from
Wu Han-hun was an old man who had finished off six or seven drinks in
very short time. He was wearing an old felt hat pulled down over his white
hair which stuck out straw-like from underneath the brim and was tightly
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fitted out in a suede jacket become shiny with wear. Tossing his head back,
he would pour one drink after another down his parched throat. His dull
eyes stared motionlessly in front of him, and he seemed to be oblivious of
the crude sexual advances that were being made all around him.

The night drew on; more and more people gathered. Everybody’s
neck was swollen up in the heat and their vision was blurred; still no one
would leave. Elbowing each other in their efforts to buy a drink, each sought
to dissolve his life in a cocktail glass of emerald green. '

A woman come forward and pressed up against him. “What are you
doing here all by yourself?” she said suddenly.

Wu looked at her blankly without replying.

“T’ll bet you couldn’t find a date.” said the woman with studied ease,
giving him a wink. “Come on, let me keep you company for awhile.”
Leaving no time for a response, she grabbed ahold of his arm and pushed
her way through the crowd to the very back of the bar. The sofas were
already filled with couples whispering amorously to one another, and there
was only one place with any room left, a table for four where a drunk lay
hunched over on the table, his mouth dangling open. Walking over to the
man, she brushed the empty glasses in front of him, and then sat down with
Wu Han-hun on the other side of the table.

“My name is Loma, but people usually me Lulu— you can take your
pick.” She smiled at him. “What’s yours?” ‘

“Wu Han-hun.”

“Wu—.” Lomna put her hand to her mouth to suppress her giggle.
“What a mouthful! Tl just call you ‘Tokyo,” that’s afl”

“But I'm Chinese,” said Wu.

 “Uh— that doesn’t make any difference. You Orientals all look alike.
Hard to tell apart,” Lorna said and laughed, flashing a row of white teeth.
Wu noticed that her front teeth were smeared with lipstick. Her face was
caked with a thick layer of make-up, her eyelids a silvery blue, and she had
teased her bright red hair into a flaming bouffant. Loma’s figure was ample,
her full breasts being harnessed underneath a tight peacock blue dress.

“Lonely? Come here for some action?”” Lorna asked, tilting her head
to one side and pretending to look understanding.

' “This is my first time here,” said Wu, continuing to sip his whiskey.

“Oh, come on—. You Orientals always try to act so innocent,” she
cried out loudly as shé shook her head.
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“This is my first time to come to a place like this.” “Don’t worry.

I'm very open-minded,” said Lorna, patting him on the shoulders.
“Don’t act so serious. I'll bet you’re a student, huh?”

Wu Han-hun made no answer and emptied the rest of his drink in one
swallow. The alcohol clutched in his throat like chicken claws, making it
burn.

“Well? Did I guess right?” Loma suddenly brushed up to his neck,
wrinkled up her nose, and took a long sniff. She burst out laughing. “Your
whole body reeks of books!”

“I'm not a student any more. I graduated today.” Wu watched her
listlessly as he muttered his reply, speaking more to himself than to the
woman.

“Well, congratulations!” Lorna lifted up her glass, drained its contents,
and excitedly cried out, “Quick, go and buy me another gin. And get a drink
for yourself, too; we’ll live it up together.”

Wu Han-hun pushed his way into the throng, ordered two drinks,
at the bar then pushed his way back to where Laura was waiting. Every once
in awhile Lorna would coddle up next to him affectionately, dubbing him,
“My Chinaman,” or raise her glass and bawl out, “Here’s to Orientals!”

From the jukebox blared out the deafening rock song, “Sherry,”
and the young people by the bar could be seen shuffling about, thrusting
forward their arms and legs as the shadows hazed in and out of focus. All of
a sudden, a couple stepped out from behind the bar, while the others cheering
them on cleared a path and then proceeded to form a circle around them.
The man’s frame was tall and slender as a bamboo pole. He was dressed in a
~ bright red shirt and his hair had been dyed light blonde, whereas dark eye-
brows were sketched boldly on his wrinkle-worn face. The woman was in
drag! Except for the white silk tie which flipped around her chest, she was
dressed all in black, and looked like a short, withered old man. The audience
clapped and shouted their approval, the man’s gyrations became more and
more frenzied, his movements lithe as a cobra. Then at the climax of her
dance, the woman suddenly cried, “Horray,” in a crude and raspy voice, the
circle of onlookers breaking out in thunderous applause.

Loma began to laugh so hard that she fell upon Wu’s shoulder. Pointing
at the man, she said, “That’s the famous Miss Magnolia, and his partner is
Mr. Magnolia.”

“Where’s my drink?” The drunk siiting across the table had been
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roused by the outburst. Lifting up his head, muttering incoherently, he then
fell back upon the table, bits of white froth dripping down from the corners
of his mouth. His hand swept forward and knocked over Wu’s glass, splashing
all the contents down the front of Wu’s jacket Wu fished out a handkerchief
and wordlessly wiped the alcohol off his lapel. Peering at him, Loma leaned
over and said, “What’s the matter? You don’t look too good.”

“My head feels funny--the air in here is too stuffy,” he said, feeling
the blood pound violently in his temples. Before his eyes, the crowd seemed
to evaporate into the clouds of rosy smoke.

Lorna tugged at his arm and said in a low voice, “Let’s go to my place.
I'll take care of what’s ailing you.” Wu walked with her to her apartment,
where upon entering, she kicked off her shoes onto the couch. “Whoo— it’s
hotter than hell.” She gasped loudly. Still in her bare feet, she walked over
to the refrigerator and took out two chicken legs, handing one to Wu.

“I don’t want any,” he said, shaking his head.

Lorna shrugged her shoulders and poured him a-glass of ice water.

“Well, I'm so hungry, my mouth is watering.” She sat-down on the
sofa, crossed her legs, and began to greedily gnaw upon the chicken leg. Wu
looked on dully as she smacked her lips with relish, and sucked the grease
off her fingertips.

" “Don’t worry, I'll fix you up.” Lorna suddenly grinned at him. “You
know, I can’t get up enough energy on an empty stomach.”

Having finished nibbling on the chicken leg, she threw the bones into
the ash-tray, and walked up to Wu. In no time she had unzipped her tight
peacock blue dress and pulled it off. In the light, Wu realized that the skin
on the parts of her shoulders not covered by her white camisole was wrinkled
like the scum which floats on the top of curdled milk. She turned around,
raised her hand to her head, and taking hold of her crop of fiery red hair,
yanked the whole thing off. Matted underneath was her own sparse, mousy-
brown hair. Lorna suddenly looked like a fortyish aging woman. Her cheeks
were bright crimson, her eyelids were dark blue, and her teeth flashed parti-
‘cularly white as they appeared underneath her reddened lips. Wu Han-hun
suddenly felt the liquor turning in his stomach; it seemed his whole head
would split open. ,

“You still haven’t undressed— what’s wrong— you shy?” Lorna walked
over to the door and switched off the light, giggling. “To tell you the truth,
I've never made it with a Chinese before. They say that Orientals are awful
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gentle.”

" By the time Wu Han-hun stepped out on the street, it was already
morning. The city of Chicago was like a no-good drunk ‘on a binge, propped
against the entrance of a bar, nodding drowsily refusing to go to bed, even
though he’s so drunk that he can’t keep his eyes open.’

There was no sign of anyone walking around; only a few-cars came
speeding by, carrying the night drifters, who, having been out on the town,
were now returning home quite spent. Wu walked along from one street to
another, the roads intersecting in chessboard fashion. It seemed to him as if
he had become trapped in a labrynth into which he penetrated more deeply
with every turn he made. His head felt so heavy he could hardly hold it up;
his eyes smarted as though they had been dashed with vinegar. In spite of
this his legs, no longer under his control, dragged along his weary body.
He ran pell-mell ahead. On some of the darker streets, garbage cans could
be seen lined up outside the entrances of the apartments, bursting forth their

“contents of milk cartons, beer cans, and egg shells. Other streets appeared
as bright as day, and mannequins with neither hands nor legs stood motion-
less in the empty display windows. Picking up his steps, Wu Han-hun tumed
onto Michigan Avenue and suddenly stopped in his tracks. The sky was
blacker than ever, yet the avenue itself was flooded with light. Standing in
the middle of the road, looking down to both ends of the street, he saw starry
green lights floating off in four directions like tufts of phosphorescent will-o-
wisps. Buildings of pitch black rose up everywhere in uneven rows like giant
spirits who had fled their ancient tombs. Wu shuddered as an eerie chill
raced up his spine and he began to run blindly forward. Winding between
the towering buildings, along the iron fences, through the woods to a stretch
of sandy beach, by the time he had lifted his head and stopped to catch his
breath, he discovered he was standing at the breakwater of Lake Michigan.

Angling out toward the center of the lake was a long dike, at the end
of which a lighthouse could be seen flashing a pale blue light into the cloudy
night sky. Wu walked towards this point; the expanse of murky water
stretching before him dark and inpenetrable, blended into the endless space
of the night. Great waves rose and broke, dashing firmly and somberly upon
the embankment. Lying thick and heavy around him, the darkress reached
out millions of soft sticky tentacles, which grasped and enfolded him from
all directions. Step by step, Wu moved himself forward into the web of
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darkness. The air carried with it a fishy smell which brushed against his face
and mixed with the traces of liquor and Lorna’s perfume, and made him want
to retch. His heart was pounding violently, beat after beat, in accord with the
waves of the lake. Suddenly he felt disturbed at this momeént just before
dawn; he could hear the giant web of night being ripped apart as morning
tore its way in. The irritable chatter of thousands of starlings all at once
instinctively burst forth from the trees of the lakeside park. But the night,
like an old man on the verge of death, his two arms withered and thin, was
still greedily clutching the bosom of the earth, refusing to let loose.

Wu walked down to the bottom of the lighthouse; the dome of the
tower spit out beams of blue light and spread them actoss the seemingly
bottomless lake. The anxiety in his heart made him feel as if multitudes of
moths were sucking at his lungs and he could feel the sweat on his face begin
to drip slowly down onto the back of his neck. The night was too long; so
long, each minute, each second, filled him with breathless terror. It seemed
at this moment just before dawn, time suddenly stiffened and darkness
became eternity. ; ' .

Still, the light of ‘day would eventually descend and with it he would
lose his covering of darkness. Once again he would find himself naked,
exposed to the relentless sun, exposed to other people, exposed to the gaze
of his own eyes. He couldn’t do it, his heart cried out, he never again wanted
to see the rays of the sun, to see anyone else, to see himself. The ghostly
towers of Chicago, the snake-like dancers in the Red Magnolia, the wrinkles
on Lorma’s back—in an instant he saw once more his mother’s body. The
comer of her mouth twitching violently, she was calling out to him, “You
must come back, you must come back.” Wu buried his head in the crook of
his bent arms and extended them forward. He wouldn’t go back. He was too
weary ; he would find a place to hide himself and shut his eyes, forgetting the
past, the present, the future—he would continue his deep slumber. On the
entire surface of the earth thers was not a single spot he could call his own.
He didn’t want to return to Taipei; Taipei had no 20-story skyscrapers,
still less did he want to return to his Clark Street basement apartment. He
could not endure its dank and foul air. He could never again return to be a
companion to those rotting spirits on his four bookshelves. The passion of
his six-year quest for knowledge, like water in a leaky vessel, had slowly

_dripped itself dry, leaving the last drop for the day of his graduation. The
thought of Shakespeare now made his stomach turn in knots of revulsion,
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and though he had committed to memory all of the four great Shakespearian
tragedies, the only line which stuck in his mind was one from Macbeth:

LIt isa tale )
Told by an idiot, full of sound and fury,

Signifying nothing.

Chicago—Chicago is an ancient tomb of Egypt, holding captive millions
of the living and the dead, being consumed together, rotting, together.

“Wu Han-hung, Chinese, 32 years old, Ph.D. in English Literaiure, gra-
duated from the University of Chicago on June 1, 1960, .."

Once again, those lines from his resumé jumped out at him like castmg a
spell, and in his mind he could not help continuing: :

“and died in Chicago, on the morning of June 2, 1960, in Lake Michigan.”
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